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It was on the whole more remarkable that British trade should
have held, its own so well during this period than that it should have
suffered from the new competition. There were many consolations
in the new conditions. Great Britain's competitors were still good
customers, and as they prospered, she shared in their prosperity. She
still commanded 50 per cent, of the carrying trade of the world, and
her Free-Trade system made her ports the centres of a valuable entrepot
trade and kept London supreme in banking and finance. From the
beginning of the new century British and German foreign trade
advanced together on parallel lines, the British keeping steadily on the
higher level,1 but the unchallenged supremacy which Great Britain
had enjoyed in the middle years of the nineteenth century was now a
thing of the past, and from this time onwards she found herself fight-
ing to keep her lead against formidable competitors. At the same
time the automatic smooth-working system of exchange which by
her Free-Trade and maritime policy she had been mainly instrumental
in maintaining in the world was already threatened by the protection-
ist policies of her neighbours. Arguments about the " favourable " or
" unfavourable " balance of trade were already beginning to be heard.
These conditions formed the substance of Chamberlain's Tariff
agitation, and his remedy was that we should follow the example
generally set in the world, secure a privileged market in the Empire,
meet tariffs with tariffs, fight the foreigner with his own weapons.
The figures of the year 1902 on which he based his case looked alarm-
ing, and the comparison with 1872 (which happened to be the boom
1 Speaking on his last Budget before the war, Mr. Lloyd George said :
" Last year was an exceptionally prosperous year. I had based my estimates
of revenue on the assumption that the trade boom would surpass anything
we had experienced in this country. I was charged with over-sanguine
estimates. However, I think I am entitled to point out that all those estimates
were more than justified by the results. The trade of this country reached
the highest point it has ever reached. Unemployment touched the lowest
point it has ever touched in the history of this country, and it is all the more
gratifying inasmuch as there is hardly any country in the world which could
put forward the same claim. ... I think that is a story which must be a
source of encouragement to all those who feel any doubt as to the future of
British industry " (House of Commons, May 4, 1914).